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authority in the land. He was not a mere influence, but,
as it were, a magistrate, and almost, if he pleased, a dic-
tator. This singular institution had, it is true, lain dor-
mant for many centuries, not that the Jews had ceased to
believe in prophets, but that no person had succeeded in
winning the plebiscitum which conferred the prophetic
authority. The office was understood not to be abolished
but simply to be in abeyance. It is recorded that Judas
Maccabeus whenhe purified the temple reserved some mat-
ters until a prophet should appear to give directions about
them. The reign of the prophets had now bt'gun again.
John the Baptist had received that universal testimony
to his divine mission which the legalists themselves, with
all their contempt for the ' cursed' populace, found it im-
possible to resist. To his authority Christ had succeeded.
When, therefore, he assailed the dominant order, he did
so as a magistrate, and his act was a political one. His
power was less defined, but it was not less real than that
of a Kornan tribune of the people, and in extent it was
greater, because it was undefined, and because it was
perpetual and personal, instead of being delegated for the
term of a year. Acknowledged as a prophet, and making
no concealment of the fact that he regarded himself a^ a
king, he must have meant his denunciations of tlxe legal
party for a mortal defiance. They were the final brim-
ming over of the cup of indignation. They made all
reconciliation between him and them impossible.
Our biographies tell us that he early foresaw in what
the quarrel would end. He saw that he was driving his
opponents to that point that, with their love of power and
position, they must murder him. His life had been tran-
quil ; the times were tranquil. How easy it might have

